As a core function of a university, community engagement needs to be embraced by all academics in higher education, enabling research for, and as, social change. This article considers participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) as an approach for community-university partnerships to foster and maximise the rewards of university engagement with communities for collaborative research and problem-solving. It has the following dual focus: (1) to explain how PALAR can provide opportunities for universities to work collaboratively with community members; and
Participatory Action Learning and Action Research (PALAR)
The concept of PALAR integrates ALAR and PAR in a holistic way.
People involved in PALAR projects are interested in participating (P) and working together on a complex issue (or issues) affecting their lives, learning from their experience and from one another (AL) and engaging in a systematic inquiry (AR) into how to address and resolve this issue/issues.
Traditionally, a researcher has been defined as an expert, external, distant observer who uses certain variables, research methods -predominantly quantitative methods and statistics -and large samples of 'subjects' to establish 'objective truth'.
In the PALAR paradigm, the researcher joins the 'tribe' -as in anthropology -and facilitates the whole process of research and development with 'participants' as co-researchers in all phases of the research. Instead of large numbers of subjects on whom the researcher conducts their research 'objectively' to achieve validity and reliability, PALAR focuses on small numbers of people in a community who are engaged in addressing an important, complex problem collaboratively and actively because they are directly PALAR integrates what we identify as the three main areas of development: (1) community development; (2) leadership development; and (3) the development of lifelong learning. These three separate areas of concern are integrated through PALAR as a positive and essential approach to community engagement.
A generic model of PALAR programs
Figure 1 presents the eight main components or phases of a structured action learning program that includes collaborative PALAR team projects as a methodology for addressing a major issue or concern in a community or organisation. This model is a general guide, with flexibility in choice and use of process and methods in each phase of the model. It has proven to be effective in designing PALAR programs/projects in higher education, management education, and community and organisational development in several countries (Zuber-Skerritt 2011) .
Problem definition and needs analysis. The first phase of PALAR
is to facilitate a needs analysis in which the participants brainstorm to clearly identify the main problems or issues that need to be addressed urgently in the community. They then prioritise the issues and establish work-based project topics and teams to design the program and prepare the background materials and resources.
2 Start-up workshop. The purpose of a start-up workshoppreferably residential to keep participants away from the distractions of the workplace and family commitments -is to:
(1) create a supportive environment conducive to relationshipbuilding, trust, open discussion, reflection and learning; and (2) lay the foundations for participants to acquire, create and cascade relevant knowledge and skills related to PALAR for the design, management and evaluation of their projects. The workshop of one to five days' duration, depending on the scope of the problem/s and issues that participants will work on in their projects, will include the following key areas:
-vision-building and team-building -introduction to PALAR -project design, management and evaluation -qualitative research methods -using information technology, library resources, electronic databases, and bibliographic packages such as 'Endnote' -the project planning process, with an emphasis on context analysis.
3 Project work. In this third phase, participants attend regular team meetings (without the project leader/s but supported by a mentor as necessary), to work on their particular topic and research project (including data collection, analysis, feedback to their co-participants and collaborative interpretation of results). All teams also meet once a month to discuss progress and any problems.
4 Mid-way specialist workshop. It might be necessary to conduct a mid-way workshop with all teams attending to provide 
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RESEARCH (PALAR) IN HIGHER EDUCATION -A CASE STUDY IN SOUTH AFRICA
The Context of Research in South Africa
This case study reports on a fledgling community-university partnership in South Africa. Through PALAR, the partnership aims at developing academics' capacity to engage with community members in development projects to address local concerns sustainably, while also fulfilling their research obligations.
Designed as a capacity development program comprising four discrete projects, the partnership uses the PALAR process model described earlier (see Figure 1 ). This program is in its beginning The authors of this article therefore decided to provide tertiary-level researchers and postgraduate students with an opportunity to learn how to conduct community engagement for positive social change, researching with, rather than on, community members, while perceiving them as co-participants rather than mere informants and/or recipients of knowledge.
Funded by the Australian foreign aid program, AusAID, we presented an intensive, residential five-day workshop on PALAR (based on the model in Figure 1 and summarised in Table 1) .
Key Elements and Observations
The research question
The research question that guided this project was: How can PALAR be useful for building the capacity of academic researchers and community members to partner in research to bring about improvement in education and in society at large? Participants from the Faculty of Education at two South African universities formed four teams, each team consisting of a faculty member, a postgraduate student and a community representative. The teams already had a topic in mind when they attended the workshop, so they could apply their learning to a real situation.
Methodology
Data on the participants' experiences of PALAR were collected during and after the workshop by means of participants' written reflections, their reports on how they cascaded their learning in their respective communities, and the transcribed recordings of subsequent monthly meetings of their action learning sets.
These data were analysed thematically (Creswell 2005 ) using the research question as a theoretical lens. The study was designed to comply with the quality criteria to enhance trustworthiness summarised by Shenton (2004) which enhance credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability of the data. The study also complied with the usual ethics procedures of informed consent, voluntary participation and confidentiality (Bogdan & Biklen 2007) . Table 1 it was at times difficult for them to make the shift to a more democratic way of supervising and researching. The initial project outlines and reports frequently indicated an instinctive tendency to revert to familiar, more traditional methodology and discourse.
The postgraduate students also found it difficult to unlearn what they had been taught in previous research courses at university. 
Finalising results
Concluding workshop
Preparing for oral and written reports Presentation and celebration day One doctoral candidate, for example, continually referred to herself as 'the researcher', rather than using the first person as is appropriate in the narrative account of the PALAR process.
However, because of the trusting relationship between participants in the learning set -trust that had developed quickly through several aspects of the workshop -they felt comfortable helping each other and pointing out instances where they were deviating from PALAR principles and processes. While participants offered numerous accounts of facing their own lack of knowledge during cascading sessions, this acted as a motivator to identify further learning needs and take responsibility for meeting those needs.
Action learning was identified as a main factor in this process, enhanced by participants' dialectic reflection (Winter 1987 ) within the action learning set. 
The Challenges -Letting go and Opening up
Making the shift from a traditional, researcher-dominant mode of enquiry to PALAR is not always easy. As tertiary-level researchers,
we are used to determining the 'what, where and how' of the process, necessarily tailored to suit academic proposal and report requirements and time allowed for completion of the study. PALAR requires letting go of this control and trusting in the participatory process. This is easy to say in theory, but not so easy to do in practice -a view many of the participants in this project shared.
It was easier for those who were already part of the community -in this case, the postgraduate students who were teachers at the school/community with whom they were researching. They seemed to be more in tune with community thinking and ways of working and had a clearer idea of how to interact with community members than did their university supervisors who were not used to ceding control of the process. Another challenge for academic participants was how to communicate with communities, whose members in most cases are not familiar with the discourse used by academic researchers. Good communication is the basis for forming trusting relationships and so it is a vital aspect of the PALAR process.
Surprisingly, since academics are used to writing reports, it became extremely difficult to get the academic project participants to actually write their in-depth reflections on a regular basis. Most gave lack of time as the reason, but we suspect that many found it challenging, perhaps personally confronting, particularly as all reflections were posted on Dropbox and could be accessed by all group members (we wanted all data to be communally owned and used). This finding needs to be explored in view of the supervisors' tendency to uphold traditional, hierarchical relationships between supervisor and student and their role as 'experts' -an attitude which may deter them from openly criticising their past practices in light of new understanding as well as discussing their own current learning needs. The community members in the team, some of whom are postgraduate students being supervised by the academics, do not appear to have this problem. Perhaps because of their community allegiance they do not primarily identify as participants in the traditional academic relationship and therefore feel less vulnerable to the disempowerment it sets up. These speculations will be followed up in future action learning set meetings.
While the passion and excitement displayed by the participants using PALAR in their research projects cannot be captured in words, their submission of over 20 reports of cascading to colleagues and students at the university and in the various project communities in just seven months is a measure of their enthusiasm. We are able to see how PALAR's three R'srelationship, critical reflection and recognition -actually work in practice as a truly participatory approach to creating knowledge and practical improvement in the social and educational circumstances of a disadvantaged community in an economically developed country.
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RESEARCH (PALAR) IN HIGHER EDUCATION -AN AUSTRALIAN CASE STUDY
Logan City -the Research Context
The setting for this partnership was Logan City in the Brisbane- Through our knowledge, ideas, networks and energies -our shared action through PALAR -we believed we could make a difference.
At the inaugural meeting of the partnership we brought together 20 people associated with the university or VOSP. The cultural understandings and life experiences of these participants were very diverse, but we all shared a will to create positive change in the community. Having completed the needs analysis, we agreed on four project teams, with each addressing one or more of the identified needs. Participants at the inaugural meeting identified an interest in particular projects and agreed to meet again to develop project plans. In general, we followed the phases of PALAR programs shown in Figure 1 . However, a recommended residential startup workshop was not possible for participants because of family commitments and financial constraints that prevented them from taking time off work. Instead, we met regularly in the evening after work. At our second meeting we started with a relationship-building exercise to encourage openness and mutual respect. This involved sharing significant turning points in our lives with two other participants whom we knew least. From that moment on, our collective identity strengthened. Trust developed quickly and we began to speak openly with each other as a group about processes that were culturally appropriate for all participants. These included issues such as managing time, the importance of prayer at the beginning and close of meetings, and protocols relating to hospitality. At that second meeting we also completed a visionbuilding exercise. This enabled project teams to envision possible outcomes and to share them in pictorial form with the wider group.
The focal question
It was at this point that we started to speak confidently about actioning positive change. 
Cascading learning and knowledge to others
One of the four project teams focused on promoting Samoanheritage youth's sense of belonging within their traditional culture.
This was seen as important since many of these young people struggle with competing demands resulting from tension between their parents' island traditions and their own participation within contemporary Australian society (Kearney & VOSP 2011) .
Ravulo ( Behaviour issues have lessened and teachers are more confident about managing these issues in a more culturally responsive way.
The school is currently trialling a teaching role that encourages teachers and Samoan parents to work collaboratively to improve the oracy of children in the early years of formal schooling.
Outcomes of all projects were acknowledged and celebrated at a special community event at the university. Samoan community members took a lead role in the celebration, which attracted strong attendance from among their families and friends and publicly reaffirmed the partnership between the community and the university. As a result of these very visible and positive outcomes, the university appointed a full-time Project Officer to work collaboratively with communities to sustain outcomes and develop further initiatives to raise aspirations and educational attainment. The university has extended this role for another year and project work continues in a strong collaboration with local schools and the wider community. Enrolment of Samoan students at the university continues to increase and a special Pacific Island graduation, hosted by the university, is now an annual event and attended by hundreds of community members.
Co-creating knowledge
Overall, PALAR enabled us to engage collaboratively and constructively with complex community issues, working with and co-creating local knowledge and processes towards achieving and protocols relating to food and hospitality procedures. We mispronounced names. Fortunately, these incidents were met with good humour and a willingness to learn more about each other's cultures. True to PALAR principles, as co-participants we worked together with mutual trust and respect.
Ironically, while diversity within the group led to challenges, it also enriched our partnership, strengthened our resolve to work together towards our shared goals, and was a valuable, empirical source of learning for us all. Indeed, it is in working through the challenges of research that we learn more about the problems that we seek to resolve, how to resolve them in practice, and by extension, through reflection and meta-reflection (Fletcher & Zuber-Skerritt 2008) , what this means for PALAR as methodology in theory and practice. Complementary to our shared will, the combination of participants' diverse endowments of knowledge, skills and networks was intrinsic to the partnership's success. In all, PALAR's flexibility, adaptability, and equalising of us as coparticipants made it a particularly effective methodology for this complex, people-centred research project.
CONCLUSION
This article has addressed the focal question of how to use the process and methods of PALAR most effectively to promote university engagement with the community through partnership for the benefit of all participants as well as their universities and communities at large. It has provided: (1) a conceptual framework for PALAR in the context of community engagement; and (2) a model for designing PALAR programs/projects (see Figure 1) .
The two case studies -one based in South Africa and the other in Australia -illustrate how the conceptual framework and the design/process model may be applied to effect positive educational and social change in communities through partnership with a university. The case studies also highlight challenges for practice that will need further research.
As the case studies illustrate, the essential features of the PALAR process are the three R's: relationships, reflection and recognition.
Relationships and relationship-building, which underpin the development of trust and the team-building process, is intrinsic to the project's ongoing success and sustainability and to the passage of learning.
Reflection is an essential practice for all members of project teams as they implement and further develop action plans that align with the initial needs analysis. The iterative process of reflection enables project participants to: (1) learn more about their communities, about themselves and about the knowledge they have co-created; and (2) identify requirements for further action.
Working together with project participants in these case studies, we created new ways of knowing, understanding, doing and feeling as a result of our PALAR experience.
Recognition of outcomes in the PALAR process -of both action and learning -is important as an affirmation of collective and personal achievements and must be celebrated as such.
Recognition and celebration are usually not the final step in the research and learning process, but rather the next step in a new cycle of the PALAR process that engages communities -in partnership with universities -in sustainable, community-centred development.
